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The fairy tale is the antithesis of the realist story. Realism strives for 
verisimilitude. It seeks out the everyday and the ordinary and portrays 
“life as it is.” In the last two decades, even the fairytale has been subject to 
revisioning, with people more interested in finding out what happens after 
“happily ever after.” The ten short stories that comprise the collection The 
Heart of Need and Other Stories by Augusto Antonio Aguila are realist stories 
of the most disenchanted kind. In Aguila’s gritty urban Manila landscape, 
the most his characters can hope for is getting by and coming to terms with 
a disillusioned life.
The theme of disillusionment is immediately apparent in the opening 
story, entitled “Bliss,” a precursor of more ironic titles to come. The protagonist 
of “Bliss” is forty-three-year-old Tony, a clerk in a shoe factory. Early in life 
Tony is labeled an “NEP” (non-existent person) by his high school classmates. 
NEPs are not “lookers.” They receive average grades. They do not possess skills 
or talents that would make them stand out from the crowd. As a bachelor 
living alone, Tony teaches himself to be content with life. When the story 
opens, Tony is preparing to go out. The reader understands that this is a break 
from Tony’s routine and the reason is soon clear: Tony has met someone. Her 
name is Maritess, a salesgirl whom he met “a month ago in a newly opened 
ukay-ukay shop in Quiapo” (5). Although Tony has long ago abandoned the 
idea of meeting someone special, he believes that Maritess is “different.” The 
reader, however, is wiser. If the title of the story, “Bliss,” is an allusion to the 
adage “Ignorance is bliss,” then, Tony’s first, perhaps only, chance at love will 
not end well.
Disillusionment, though, is not limited to middle-aged adults. On the 
contrary, it forms the core of coming-of-age stories, of which there are two 
in Aguila’s collection. The first, one of the most powerful stories in the 
collection, is “Thicker Than Any Circumstance.” It tells the story of Ritchie, 
a bright high school student on the cusp of exploring his sexuality. Ritchie 
lives with his single mother and her boyfriend, Tito Gardo. He has a group 
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of close friends in Timmy, David, and Karlo, and he moons over the boy of 
his dreams, the class hunk, Marco.
“Thicker Than Any Circumstance” is dedicated to “the one and only 
Queen of Pop,” and is also the reader’s introduction to Aguila’s use of cultural 
icons, both local and international, that permeates his stories, grounding 
them in specific time periods and giving them a cultural aesthetic. Ritchie’s 
eagerness to purchase Madonna’s album Like a Prayer eclipses all else. In 
the climactic scene of the story, Madonna’s song “Express Yourself” is used 
to devastating effect. The song’s theme of self-empowerment is ironically 
contrasted with Ritchie’s total inability to prevent what is about to happen 
to him. Yet Ritchie’s violation, in the safety of his own home by a person 
whom he trusts, also prepares him to deal with another predator, this time 
of his own age.
The second initiation story, “The Art of Neglect,” concerns Phoebe, who 
upon first glance seems to fit the role of the vain, shallow popular girl. Phoebe 
confirms this impression when she says that “she now had friends, the kind 
she really liked. It felt good to be one of them—beautiful and popular. It was 
all that mattered” (84). Phoebe is making up for her four invisible years in 
high school when she was tormented by her peers. Inspired by her beautiful 
and mysterious Aunt Gina from California, Phoebe learns that beauty can 
be created, and she transforms herself from the “chubby chekwang kulot” (78) 
of her past to a popular campus figure. There is nothing “neglectful” about 
Phoebe’s primping and pampering, the thousands of pesos she spends on a 
make-up kit, and “several thousand more” (78) on her artificially colored, 
rebonded hair. However, Phoebe learns that there is always someone more 
beautiful, more striking, and more natural than her. Manufactured princesses 
are not guaranteed a happy ending any more than real princesses.
Three stories in the collection focus on different facets of academia with 
varying degrees of success, including the title story. Perhaps the least successful 
of these stories is “The Shadows of Sorrow.” Following in the footsteps of 
style masters of dialogue such as Ernest Hemingway and Raymond Carver, 
“The Shadows of Sorrow” consists of several junior academics afterhours at 
a bar discussing their poor evaluations and lambasting the ineffective (and 
extortionist) senior faculty and administrators of their university. While 
entertaining at times, the dialogue-based story never comes together as 
“naturally” as one would hope, although the story’s strength is its scathing 
critique on academic institutions and practices.
A more effective critique against the academe comes in the form of “The 
Lost Season.” Here, the protagonist, a young English professor, is appointed 
112
Reviews
to an important administrative position at a Catholic university at the age of 
twenty-eight. Idealistic and hardworking, Arthur Peralta believes that fresh 
ideas and a new perspective will provide the type of progress the university 
needs as it enters the new millennium. However, during the first administrator’s 
meeting that he attends, his ambitious proposal for a national conference is 
met with silence and disapproval, while a rival proposal celebrating St. Peter’s 
one hundredth anniversary with a university-wide street party is eagerly 
embraced. Arthur’s disillusionment with and embarrassment for his peers 
makes him feel as though they were “shrieking and hollering people inside 
the pen like animals in a zoo placed in one big cage” (122).
The last of the “academic” stories, perhaps the most morally ambiguous 
story in the collection, is the title story. “Heart of Need” challenges the 
morals of a conservative Catholic society when its protagonist Miranda, 
an English teacher, falls in love with Father Walter, whose master’s thesis 
Miranda is writing for him. With academic plagiarism as the bedrock of their 
relationship, it is not surprising that Father Walter does not turn out to be 
the kind of man Miranda believes him to be. The success of this story lies in 
the strength of its characterization of Miranda and Father Walter. They are 
complex characters whose motivations are fleshed out, yet neither character 
is particularly likeable. Aguila dissects their faults and weaknesses with a 
dispassionate eye, even as readers are able to empathize with Miranda’s hopes 
and delusions.
The remaining stories in the collection display the range of Manila’s 
social strata in their everyday milieu from a macho dancer to a much put-
upon executive assistant. Among these stories, the standout is “Kissing the 
Dead,” a macho dancer’s tale of self-disgust and loathing as he sacrifices for his 
family. “A Convenient Fantasy” features an effective stylistic device whereby 
the main character’s internal tirades are juxtaposed against the banality 
and silliness that he sees around him. While cathartic and amusing, these 
internal monologues expose him as caustic and, like Father Walter, not very 
likeable. Yet as the reader moves through his day—from his overbearing, 
incompetent bosses to a lonely, late-night dinner at a burger joint, finally 
ending in the silence of his home—the reader once again empathizes with 
the utter bleakness and monotony of his life. It is only a literal act of God like 
an impending typhoon that may give him a respite.
The collection fittingly ends with Gary, a humble taxi driver in “Soon 
before the Sun.” One of the more experimental stories, “Soon before the Sun” 
is a collection of largely dialogue-based vignettes, the first being breakfast 
with Gary and his wife discussing their plans for a family trip to the zoo the 
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following day. The other vignettes provide a microcosm of Manila life. Gary’s 
fellow cab drivers are introduced during the lunch break, with Gary clearly 
being the only family man among them and, it would seem, the only “moral” 
driver. The second to last vignette reveals what it takes for Gary to get the 
cash for the trip to the zoo.
Overall, Aguila presents a strong first collection of stories. If there is 
one aspect of the collection that could be improved, it would be the copy-
editing. Typos are scattered throughout the book, detracting from what is 
an enjoyable read. The worst of these errors occurs in “The Last Season,” 
when the protagonist’s first name shifts from Arthur to Ramon and back 
again. These lapses aside, the collection remains a compelling read. Although 
the worldview depicted is rather bleak, the struggle and sacrifice of Aguila’s 
characters, their refusal to give up in the face of adversity, are what give the 
collection its “heart of need.”
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debe haber una manera
de atravesar las ciudades
y conservar
la humildad del poema
su preciosa luz
que no se extingue
Tomás Calvillo
Recuerdo que nuestro profesor de literatura española de primer año en la 
universidad solía repetirnos con machacona insistencia que frecuentemente, 
cuando no siempre, era posible resumir un poema en una frase (pero una 
no muy larga) o incluso, si nos apurábamos, en una sola palabra. Una frase 
sintética o una palabra clave. A aquellos de nosotros, pocos, que sí leíamos y 
